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A new name

for an old idea |

‘motorist might never see

them. but from the air. the

elonzated. water-filled de-
pressions adjacent to Interstate 5
beiween Sacramento and Stock-
ton are verv evident,

Officially. they are “barrow pits”
that supplied dirt for the free-
way's construction in the late
1970s. Unofficially. they are the
beginnings of a never-completed.
43-mile-long. man-made river
that was to d:vert water out of the
Sacramento River and take 1t
around the Sacramento-San Joa-
quin Delta 10 the head of the Cali-
fornia Aqueduct near Tracy.

1t was to be the Per:pherai Ca-
ral. the final link in the state's
historic scheme to transpor:
Northern California water to the
thursty millions in arid Southern
California. The Peripheral Canal
was promoted aggressiveiyv during
the governorships of Democratl
Pat Brown and Repubiican Ron-
aid Reagan. but it teii to Brown's
sun and Reagan's sucvessor. Jerry
Brown, to either dig it or pull the
plug.

The vounger Brown’s adminis-
tration, liberally siaffed with envi-
ronmental activists. studied alter-
natives and conciudec that the
Periphera! Canal wou.d be the
best one to increase water deiver-
ies and protect the Jhita’s water
quality from further degradation
by the powerful pumps that pulied
water into the aqueduct.

|

ut Brawn hit a wall af op-
position as he launched a
vears-long effort to win leg-

islative approvai for the Peripher-
ai Canal Origminally. it enjoved
<upport of environmental groups
~uch as the Sierra Club. but envi-
ronmentahsts eventually reversed |
‘nemselves and created a strange- |
bedfellows alliance with Central

\Valley farmers in opposition. i

While environmentalists wor- !
ried about the canal's capacity for .
shipping ever-larger amounts of
water southward, farmers were
unhappy that the scheme provid- !
ed too much environmental pro-
tection and not enough water.
With Southern California inter-
ests as his chief allies. Brown fi-
naily won legislative approval. but
Jroponents quickly qualified a ref-
erendum to chailenge the project
and. 1n 1982, voters reiected the
project. )

Fast-forward a decade. The gov-
ernor is Republican Pete Wilson
and he proposed to rekindle the
water debate. In 1994, he and
Democratic President Bill Clinton
iointly created a multitagency.
siate-federal task force dubbed
“(Calfed” to conduct ancther re-
view of the interrelated Delta wa-
ter supply and quality issues and
Jvod protection and recommend a
:olution. The task force unveiled
123 three alternatives Monday
and. 10 nc one's surprise. thevre
exactly what thev were a guarter-
ceriury ago: continue 0 suck wa-
ter through the Deita, iry 1o cre-
ate a better chann=l for water flow
through the Delta or build an
“open channel isolated facilitny™ -
the old Peripherai Cana. with a
new and more convoluted moni-
Jf.er.
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t's a 3.500-page. nearly foot-
thick report tha: implies the
same conclusion thar Jerry
Brown's water advisers reached -
a Peripheral Canal probably is the
best approach. albeit with some
changes to smooth off its rougher
political edges. The other twu al-
ternatives were tossed into the
mix for the sake of appearing to be
neutral. but the preference. which
no one will admit. is clear
{f. as many assume tne {inal
tash foree choiee Lier this vear s
for the renamed Peripheral Canal,
it probably will reymite the old de-
bate. But will it end in the saume
stalemate”
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* “This may be our last opporiuni-
for decades to solve the water
problems of California.” says state
Sen. Jim Costa. D-Fresno. “The
last best chance to address our
long-term water needs.”
* The next governor. whoever he
or she may be. will be confrontec
almost immediately with the most
ilnportant issue facing the state
ds it lurches toward the 21st cen-
tury and a population destined tc
climb to 50 million and bevond.
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